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JQhn: This is December 11th, 1986. I'm in the offices of Roland Nelson, the president of
Creative Leadership Systems, Inc., Greensboro, North Carolina. This is John Hennen for the Oral
History of Appalachia Project. Dr. Nelson was the president at Marshall University 1968 to
1970? (June, 1970) June, 1970. And since he left Marshall, was on the faculty ofUniversity of
Greensboro and with Creative Leadership Systems. If you could, explain a little bit about what
your position is here now and what you are up to.

Roland: Yes, this is a small consulting firm. And we work primarily with business industry and
government agencies, focusing particularly on executive development, executive assessment and
executive team development. Basically, I suppose, what we try to do, is to help executives
understand themselves and those who work with them, better. And those working with them
understand them better, clarifying, opening communication, improving the decision making
process. Just sort of organizational development kinds of activities.
JQhn: And you work under short-term contracts or... ?

Roland: Work under short-term contracts, some times two or three days, sometimes we may
have a working relationship with a company over a long period of time. For example, there are
several fairly sizeable companies that I've been working with now for about five years.

J2.b.n: And this is something you began while you were still on faculty ... ?

Roland: I began while I was still on the faculty ofUNCG because I also worked part-time in
conjunction both with the university and the Center for Creative Leadership, which is a private
foundation funded, R & D Center, focusing on leadership and creativity.
JQhn: Okay, I'll get into just a few background questions. Now, if you could tell us where you
were born and raised, a little bit about your family, and educational background.

Roland: I was born in Salisbury, Maryland, that's on the eastern shore of Maryland, a town about
28,000. It hasn't grown a whole lot since I was born there, I guess. It might have been 15,000
then. And grew up on the eastern shore of Maryland and the eastern shore ofVrrginia. My father
was a Methodist minister. I have one brother, so we moved about every three or four years. And
I finished high school in a little town in Southside, Virginia, Jarrett. I like to tell people I was fifth
in my graduating class and hope they don't ask how many were in it...because there were six.
[chuckles] And from there, from Jarrett, after high school, I went to Duke and did my
undergraduate work in Duke with a major in History. And then went to .. .let's see, see if I've got
all this straight. Yes, I then went to the University of Virginia, doing graduate work in History
and then went in the Marine Corps during the Korean War for a little over three years. Came out
of the Marine Corps in '54, discharged a captain, and went back to the University of Virginia, but
changed my major to Counseling. I finished my master's in Counseling and got my
[inaudible]. .. doctorate in Counseling and then left and went to Harvard and finished a doctorate in
Educational Administration. And you want any more? You want me to keep going? (Sure)
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Okay, it's a real litany, it's a long period of time we're trying to cover.
Let's see, while I was at the University of Virginia, I served also as principal of a couple of
small elementary schools. So that was my first administrative experience in education. Then we
went to New Orleans, as head master to a fairly prestigious and high-quality private school, was
there for five years. And was also on the faculty of Tulane in Counseling. And then left New
Orleans and went to the University of Louisville as Associate Dean of Arts and Sciences, on the
faculty there. And then went to Northwestern as Associate Dean of the School of Education at
Northwestern. Then to Duke as chairman of the Department of Education. Then to RPI,
Richmond Professional Institute, as president. And then to Marshall. And that brings you up to
date to Greensboro.

J2.hn: RPI' s now Virginia....

Roland: Virginia Commonwealth. And I was, for a brief time, provost of Virginia
Commonwealth. But I went to Marshall soon thereafter.

Jfilm: And you arrived at Marshall in the, began in the fall of 1968?

Roland: Yes, September 1968. I think I may have came in August. Right.
J2hn: Now, when you came to Marshall, how would you ... how would you classify the type
university, college setting, that Marshall was in, compared to some of the other places you were
familiar with? For instance, being from Richmond and from a rather urban environment, to the
relationships between the community and the college, were they more closely-nit at Marshall? If
so .... ?

Roland: Ohhh, much, much more so, because a lot of other things, not only one: Richmond's
size, but then there was the University of Richmond there, the Medical College of Virginia, and
Virginia Union. You had a number of institutions there. And uh... though RPI was quite a bit in
the public eye, it was not seen as a~ institution in the city, necessarily. And it wasn't. ..! don't
think the people... the people in Richmond felt good that RPI was there, but they didn't feel it was
necessarily that integral a part of the city. Whether that's changed or not, I don't know. I think
in Huntington that was ~ university, that was tM institution of higher learning. And I think
there had been a long history of really close bond between Huntington and Marshall. I think that
was very positive in many ways. I think it was very positive in terms of the university being able
to get concessions, cooperation, etc., from city authorities, etc. I think it had begun to be a bit to
Marshall's disadvantage and in turn, to Huntington's disadvantage, in that politically in the
legislature, Marshall wasn't necessarily seen as a state support, as a state university. It was
more ... that's Huntington's college and that's Bluefield's college and that...in that WVU was the
state's university. And my concern, and I talked to a lot of folk in Huntington about it, in fact,
some of the legislative groups. And I said, "You know, it seems to me, that if we're going to get
the kind of support the university deserves, and I think we're more than a university in name,
we're going to have to be seen as a representative of the state, and we're going to have to get the
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political backing of more than let's say the Huntington delegation and the other legislators that
might be able to persuade." So I think that that was one of the things that I was concerned about.
How can we get Marshall seen as maybe not~ university in the state, West Virginia University's
had that for too long. But as an important university in the state. And a state-wide university.

J2.b.n: Did you run into any problems with the local, political figures or folks at Marshall, when
you would bring up the subject of working closely with WVU or at least...?

Roland: There were some concerns. In fact, in fact, Tllll Harlow, who was then president of
WVU, he and I used to get together and we were both concerned about that. Because we felt
that wasn't particularly helping anybody. I don't mean necessarily the legislators. I mean, the
idea of you know, Hertz U., have you ever heard of that one? {I don't' think so) Well, not Hertz,
I mean Avis, Avis. (Oh, yes) Number two. And it was my feeling that uh ... well, it was my feeling
that we were not in a position, even if it had been wise, to do a frontal assault on WVU
supporters to get support. I mean, we needed to get support on our own basis and we needed to
appeal, I thought, state-wide. Which I assume is being done now, particularly in the medical
school.

.J:2.hn: Yes, I think much more so now than when you were there. Now, you succeeded an
extremely popular president, Dr. Smith, who had a long-standing relationship. And as a matter of
fact, ifl might, I'd like to read a short quotation here from a gentleman who was a student at
Marshall when you came in and sort of assessed the situation like this. I wonder how much you
agree or disagree with it: [Reading from quote] "Dr. Nelson was succeeding a long-time,
extremely popular president, Stewart Smith, who in my opinion was not a very good president.
When Smith became president, Marshall was a small teacher's college. It had grown far beyond
his capacity or his desire to be the head of. So Nelson walks in with all sorts of ideas of a
university and making this as good a university as he could and run smack-dab into the
community's desire for Marshall to continue on being Marshall. And that did not cast him into a
good light."
Roland: Well, I don't know how much of that I would agree to. The extent to which Dr. Smith
was a popular president, I think that's true. I think he was very well liked. And I only knew him
briefly. He was very kind to me. He was a very considerate person and a true gentleman. Now, I
couldn't speak about his administration, not having been there. It seemed to me that he had, he
felt that he had done what he needed to do at Marshall. And I think he's a couple years away
from retirement. But he wanted early retirement. He felt it was time for Marshall to start in other
directions and he felt that he was not the person to stay on to do it. I don't...I think is, is maybe
the case, when we know we're leaving in a year or two, we leave some decisions to our
successor, when I think he may well have done that. Either intentionally, or simply by saying,
well, possibly with intent, by saying all the best be handled by someone who's going to be here to
handle the effects of that decision. So I think in particular, one of the things that was of real
concern to him, and I think he felt that it would be best for me to take care of it, was the athletic
program, which had gotten to a point that we were under the eyes of both the NCAA in the
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conference, and as it turned out, we had a lot of things to answer for. And I think he may have
had some idea of that. But I don't think he felt that he wanted to get into a two-year kind of
investigation. So I would not want to say that in a sense, I appreciate that. That makes me sound
a lot better than I probably am. It makes it sound as if I was almost set up. I don't think that at
all. I think Marshall was ready to move. And I think you had a person who had done a really
good job with it for twenty-five years, as a went in a certain direction. And I think he and the
board and others thought, "Okay... " in fact, I think he volunteered and he encouraged it. At least
that was my conversation with him. But it's time for someone younger who can be here for
awhile and who can see the future and take it on.

John: I don't want to appear too conspiratorial here, but did you sense immediately upon
succeeding Dr. Smith, any sort of coolness because you weren't local, stepping into his situation?
Either from faculty or townspeople?

Roland: I don't think any more so than you often do. There were some concerns that they hadn't
selected someone from within the state. But there again, and I will use the word "political" quite
often. And please, let me make it clear, I don't use that [inaudible]. .. I mean, politics is life. You
have bad politics and good politics. But when I say political, I would say it was outside the
education decision-making process, more in the state-wide political providence. A former
governor had sought the office and I think part of it was that, well, I say sought it. I don't know
that. His name had certainly been prominently mentioned. I shouldn't say he sought it. I saw
only denials on his part, that's all I can say. And I think there was feeling that ifwe stay inside the
state, we may have to ... we may be bothered with a lot of things. And my impression was, that
they intentionally went outside, because oflocal candidates. And they didn't feel that they could
really decide among them.

J2hn.: Now, you would have been appointed by the West Vrrginia Board of Education, is that
right? (Mmm-hmm) And the Board of Regents came in in 1970 or something like that? (Right)
Now, one of the plans... this is kind of jumping a little bit, one of the plans that I've always been
interested in but never knew much about was the idea of the metro-[inaudible].... I know that was
sort of a brain of yours. Could you explain that?

Roland: Well, the idea was, of course, and I don't really think the title is all that descriptive, no
wonder you can't make a lot out of it. It was about the time that Clark Kerr was talking about
the multi-versity I think. The idea was, and I set it up initially as a [inaudible]. .. the Appalachian
region at that time and still, there was quite a bit of talk. There was quite a bit of money being
pumped into it. Quite a bit of talk about upgrading the region and people had different definitions
of that, preserving its culture and enhancing its culture, increasing business industry, the overall
cultural flavor intellectual upgrade. And my feeling was, a university certainly should be one of
the prime moving forces for that. And I felt Marshall's history, particularly in teacher education,
and its concern in that area. And to me, the metroversity was use your region to a certain extent
as a laboratory, for a lot of your research, be a little more flexible in terms of who can come to
school under what conditions, maybe do more courses off campus, get more involved in adult
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learning, move more as .. .I hate the word catalyst, it's used all the time. I mean, to me a catalyst
isn't supposed to change. And I think in [inaudible] ... affairs you do get involved.
But let's say as a moving force, to me the metroversity was to look at that entire region,
whatever our region was. And it probably would certainly go into Kentucky and Ohio. And to
say as a citizen of this region, as an intellectual and cultural center of this region, what kinds of
things can we do? And it reached all the way ... we had talks with the people in Huntington of a
joint building in tum ... an athletic complex which would also be a convention center and sharing
the facilities, sharing cultural activities, this kind of thing. That's basically.. .it was nothing
startling novel in ...in some ways in which colleges originally were. They were sort of social
cultural centers. And that was the idea. Also, from a pragmatic standpoint, I thought of it as a
way to increase funding for Marshall, without being overly dependent upon the local funds and
state funds, but drawing federal grants and foundation grants.

iTu.b.n: I think it's not unlike the direction of Dr. Nitzschke's trying to take the school now. It's
very similar. Well, there's .. .! don't think there's any way around these questions. (Oh, I want
you to ask because I've read things in there that I feel that I don't share those perceptions).
Okay, good. I want...and if you think of those and I don't ask about them, please bring them up.
(Okay) Well, you mentioned the teacher's college. I know at the time you were there, the
teacher's college did receive the distinguished service award, which was a bright spot in those
couple of years. But I read somewhere, I think this is a quote from Dr. Moffat's book, I don't
know who he was quoting, that the average tenure of a college president in the late l 960's to the
late 1970's was about four years. (That's right) Apparently, people moved around a lot. (And it's
a whole lot more now) Really?
Roland: It's more like six, I think. But I haven't kept up with it.

iTu.b.n: And there were a number of events that of course, were earth-shaking or cataclysmic
period, for college students and the relationship between the students and the town, and the town
and the university, all that type of thing. And that, of course, fell right into your tenure. And uh,
there were a number of incidents that occurred, the SDS recognition struggle, the controversy of
the impact speakers, Dr. Aptheker and David Dellinger, this kind of thing. I just wanted to what
degree you felt like perhaps the relationship of the town and the university, the
[inaudible] ... concept, hampered what you wanted to do for Marshall?

Roland: Yeah, I felt like and I think I shared this on more than one occasion, and it was
dangerous, in one sense, to share it. It may not have been as tactful or as political. But, I was
trying to and I felt many of the citizens of Huntington recognized it, under no conditions did I
want that caring, loving feeling between the university and the city to be dissolved or to be eroded
in any way. Because it's fairly rare for a university to be like that, so you don't want to throw
that out. What I was trying to point out to some of the folk was, that you also don't want a
university that becomes an extension of your public school system, in a sense. As one Huntington
citizen said, "We don't want this to be Huntington Tech," and I said, "Well, there's nothing
wrong with being Huntington Tech, but it can't be both." And so the idea of the metroversity,
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etc. You can't say that without people misinterpreting what you mean or what you hope you
mean. Maybe they're right, maybe you do mean you want the umbilical cord, as I heard
somebody say, I may even have said that sometimes.... But what I wanted was simply to, and it
was more, I would say it was much less the problem with SDS than it was the Athletic Program I
was talking about. (This was the [inaudible] ... problem?) Yes, the Athletic Program, where our
investigation showed that much of the city had been involved with that with the best of intentions.
Many leading citizens ... best of intentions. And were shocked when they found out, the rules, the
NCAA rules. I mean, they're not supposed to know the NCAA rules. Somebody from Marshall
comes and says, "Would you give this kid a bank loan, or.. ?" Why not?

Jmm: What exactly was going .. .it wasn't direct compensation to athletes for coming to school?
Or was it. .. ?

Roland: Well, it's hard to say, see. There was a lengthy report done on that, which I personally
burned. And I am sure I burned the two copies of it. And there was no reason ever for that to be
a part of anybody's knowledge. I mean, I have enough information to respond to the NCAA.
And I saw no reason whatsoever to involve people who, with the best of intentions, had been
solicited to help Marshall University. And that's, that's probably enough about that one.

J2.hn: Now, the result of that was eventually Marshall was put on probation by the MAC and
then ... ?[inaudible-both speaking at once]

Roland: The real paradox of that, the real paradox of that was, and I felt that Marshall getting out
of the MEAC was very salutary, it had no business in it, it wasn't wanted, hadn't been wanted for
years. And what I felt was paradoxical was the NCAA gave us a light tap on the knuckles and
said we could not go to a bowl game for a year. Well, there was no particular [inaudible] .... The
MAC threw us out. .. with the evidence I presented them. The only hard evidence they had was
what I gave them. And I felt that that was really a disservice to Marshall and to the community.
Because, in affect, I gathered the evidence, took the action, the NCAA, which is a pretty tough
outfit, commended Marshall, commended what we did, and just a little feather on the arm, and
then the MAC threw us out. So I didn't blame the good citizens of Huntington, you know .... (the
conference was looking for a way ... ) See, I was told that they had shared this with President
Smith three years before, that they really wanted Marshall out.

J2.hn: Mmmh, I remember when I was a kid I heard rumors to that effect, at the Ohio
Conference.

Roland: Well, we didn't have the facilities that they were looking ...they were looking to really go
big time. Now, they've fallen on not so good times now. They were looking for the time of the
arrival of the Big Ten. Marshall was not in a position to do that. And I don't think there was any
intent.. .. I think the conference is a good conference, and there's some really good schools in it.
And I think Marshall is really competitive. In fact, I had proposed that, but knew I couldn't make
it too public because people would think that I had gotten the MAC thrown out, that some people
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might.. ..

sfub.n: Yes, I remember those times.

Roland: So, I would say that the Huntington... and in fact, the flavor, I get the flavor of what you
sent me and I would like to respond. I have very fond feelings of Huntington. I don't, under...I
mean, I had some people in Huntington who didn't like me. Well, I had people everywhere who
didn't particularly like me. But uh, I felt that the people, I had some very good friends in
Huntington, still do, and some very strong supporters in Huntington. And my feeling is as a
university president, Huntington was as supportive of me as I would have expected of most
places. In Richmond, I was on sort of a honeymoon, because everything that I was doing was
exactly what everyone wanted done. So that was abnormal. And I will say that many of the
people you referred to, some of the ministers and etc., they came to see me, they were very polite.
We sat and we talked. I understood fully where they were coming from. I understood fully that
were I in their position, I might take the same position. And though we parted not agreeing with
each other, it was my feeling we parted respecting each other. My feeling was, as a university
president, I could not take necessarily my personal feelings about whether Aptheker should be
here, whether SDS should be here, that was not Roland Nelson. Unless I felt that it violated me
personally. It didn't violate me at all. And my feeling was I was to protect the university as a
place of inquiry, where things could be heard and stated. And plus the fact, interestingly enough,
you see, from a strategic standpoint, the worst thing in the world for SDS was to get campus
recognition. Then they came under university control. I never did figure that out. You see, I
thought that was very, very interesting because you see, ifl was on a campus and wanted to
organize an organization that could really stir things up and keep things stirred up, I certainly
wouldn't want campus recognition. Because then you've got to give a list of memberships,
you've got to go through all that. My feeling was, first of all, recognizing their debate and issues,
were [inaudible]. .. the recognition placed them within the university community.
So 1.. ..1 never did really understand that tempest. That's why I say from my perspective, I
never really did understand it. I understood why a lot of people were upset. But I never
understood the issue of particularly being paramount.

sfuhn: Would you say that SDS issue and the Aptheker affair, was all basically the same issue?
When Dellinger came to speak ... was Dellinger the speaker on campus... ?

Roland: When Hoffinan came, Hoffinan came, I believe. Dellinger came, but I think also Addy
Hoffinan came, as I recall. Maybe not the same time. I think an issue, all of which they were a
part, is Vietnam, the ambivalence at that time on the part of the country.... You see, Vietnam, by
'68, you had about a 50/50 split in the country. I mean, you had as many violently opposed by
that time. Three or four years earlier that was not the case. But all of a sudden, then a year or
two later nobody .... So Vietnam was wrenching things. That, that, you know .. .I don't know.
I'm waiting. I won't live long enough, I guess, to see history really look at what that war did to
this country. It was on t.v. every night. I mean, you were seeing this. And people were, people
were very frightened. People were very frightened. And I guess, for good reason. So you had
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that. Then you had the campus demonstrations, you had people feeling very threatened. You
know, old folk are never too comfortable around young folk, anyway. I mean, that's the way it is,
that's the way it should be. And the young folk just weren't behaving the way a lot of the older
folk thought they should. And very close to that, you had the bombing of Bluefield State, you
had the shootings at Kent State, you had the shootings had Jackson State. I mean, you ... people
couldn't differentiate initially... they couldn't zero in on a particular issue. It became one glob, so
it became one symbol, like in SOS, could trigger student unrest, Vietnam, the whole thing could
carry a much greater burden than it deserved.

ih.lm: So perhaps the whole changing role of the university, particularly in a community so
closely knit to the university as Marshall, (that's right), would serve as a.threat to the ....

Roland: You see, Marshall tended to, Marshall tended to reflect the prose the community was
going through, more than a lot of other universities would. Huntington was going through much
of that unrest. Huntington citizens were not united ... were not united on the race issues, and a lot
of other things. Race was another one, too, by the way. It was very paramount. The black
students, for example, this was as much concern to a lot of folk, feeling not necessarily, because
of color, although I'm not sure in some cases. But because of their "demand."

John: The black students at Marshall were lobbying for a black cultural center?
Roland: Yes, which was no problem.

John: In fact, there was a demonstration ...
Roland: At the president's convocation. And, which was also no problem... see, to me.
Interestingly enough, I knew the demonstration was going to take place. I knew who was going
to lead it. I knew all the leaders quite well. I made no effort to see that it didn't take place. And
Dean, Dean Curtis and Dean Carson, we'd all talked about it. And they were in constant contact
with the black students. Many folks felt that, you know, they looked and they felt I was being
threatened. The FREE students were up there and looked like they were, you know ....

END OF SIDE 1-TAPE 1
BEGIN SIDE 2-TAPE 1
Roland: I had no problem with it because my feeling was it was a legitimate demonstration. It
was not a disruption. It was a temporary ...well, it was calm compared to what goes on in the
House of Commons. And John took the microphone (John Shellcroft?) John Shellcroft. And
when John took the microphone, I whispered to him, I said, "John," you know, "three minutes is
an interruption, four minutes is a disruption." [chuckles]
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J:2hn: Now, you see, even though I was at Marshall at that time, like I said, well, my freshmen
year, I was sort of oblivious to a lot of things that were happening. And the impression I get from
reading newspaper accounts and hearing accounts of that story, is that the stage was stormed by a
handful of. ... and I believe Dr. Moffat used the expression "intrangegent blacks." I don't know if
that's the way it was.

Roland: A tremendous disservice to the blacks and to the university, as I see it. As I told it, and I
don't know why it's never got in the record, I said, the worse you could have ever said about
those young people was they were impolite. I said that's the worst I could say about them. John
Shellcroft came to me two days later and said, "Dr. Nelson," said, "we know you're probably one
of the best friends we've got around here. And we're really sorry we did that to you. But you
are the president. Who else can we do it to?" And I said, "John, you're right." I said, "You
didn't hear me complain, did you?"

J2.hn: Some of the, I got to see some of the correspondence and your papers at the library, some
very supportive and some legitimately opposed and some outrageous, if I can remember. The
SDS and the .... [inaudible' .... racial correspondence, racist correspondence. (Right) And one letter
particularly, caught me eye, well, several caught my eye. But a comment from Reverend Charles
Aurand, who at that time, I believe, was teaching history classes, I'm not really certain. But he
said particularly relative to the SDS affair that you could expect to be vilified from both sides. Is
that. .. did that develop?

Roland: No. I think, I think what he said, as I recall, and he was right, no matter what choice I
took, I would be vilified. And that, I think, was right. And so, in effect, it makes it easier to go
with your conscience. You know you're going to get...when you know you're not, you can't
win. It's what I call a minimizer loss of situation. You didn't create the situation, you wish it
hadn't come up, but since it did, now go with your conscience.

John: What do you feel was the role of the local and the campus press during this period, the
period of your tenure at Marshall?

Roland: Well, you know, I'm one who feels, along with Lincoln, if you're going to take cracks at
the press, you bribe your newspaper. My feeling is the press had, as ... and this may have been
fortunate or unfortunate, I don't know, I'm not making a value judgment. But the big news in
Huntington was Marshall University. All right, the press being what it is, it follows the big news.
And it will plow it as long as it can. And the Huntington press is no exception. Now, The New
York Times would have had too many other things to be concerned about. So we couldn't have
hung on to it too long. But I think the Huntington press, now, Huntington press was always very
kind to me, personally. In other words, they quote people saying some pretty ugly things. But
that's new. I never had a negative editorial. I had some that questioned things, but.... So I have
to say the Huntington press, as far as I'm concerned, and the I knew the people, knew them
personally, I think maybe a bit for ill, it kept Marshall too much in the public eye, at a time it
would have been better if it hadn't been. But on the other hand, that's not a news person's way
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to make judgment. I mean, if it's news, by God, it's news.

J2.hn: Keith Peters told me that he thought that that time the press was, well, desperate was the
word he used, almost desperate to make a connection with local events on the Marshall campus,
and the national turmoil. And it might have disproportionately represented some of what was
going on at the campus. Do you agree with that?

Roland: That could have well have been a factor. Because I think another aspect of the
newspaper is that if you've got something local happening that ties in with national, you double
your benefit. That's right.

John: How about your relationship with The Parthenon? The campus paper?

Roland: No, I mean, all was very positive. Old Page Pitt, who pretty much well, certainly was
pretty much influential with it, was one of my dearest friends. As I told Page, and it was, and I
told him I didn't mean it to be condescending to tell him, but for God's sake, if the president is
messing up the campus newspaper, he ought to be the first one to pull it out.

John: I was impressed with the quality of the editorials during that period, more so than now,
unfortunately.

Roland: No, I felt The Parthenon was a good campus paper. I felt that it upset some folk,
locally, sometimes. And I felt that, you know, tough, it's free press and it's not libel. At least I
don't think you could show it
in court. And I felt it was good press.

John: How do you feel your relationship with the faculty was at Marshall?

Roland: My relationship with the faculty was much, much positive than I had wanted it to be.
Because I always, always felt close to faculty, I'd been faculty. I really regretted that I was not
able, somehow or other, to get a lot of them to know me. Now, then if they made a negative
judgment, fine, that's good. But I felt that 1...1 got to know some of them quite well. I did get to
know most of the faculty leaders. Sam Clagg, and others. And I felt that their judgment of me
was a fair judgment. In fact, Sam and I used to banter back and forth quite often. Do you know
Sam at all? (I've met him) You want to talk to Sam because Sam was president of the faculty for
a good while, an old ex-Marine Colonel and really great guy. And a native West Virginian. And I
remember Sam and I were very much in disagreement, for example, about student behavior. And
when they put up the loudspeakers and everything on campus and Sam came by the office, and he
said, "Faculty don't like this," and I said, "Sam, are you sure all the faculty or just you?" I said,
he said, "Well, a lot of them don't." He said, "It's so messy, if nothing else." And so I dropped
by his office the next day and he wasn't there, and his desk was just worse than mine and I left
him a note. And I said, ''Now, look, if you want the students not to be messy, you've got to start
setting an example." We dealt with it, we both respected each other's views. But there were
faculty who were dissatisfied and felt that I did not support them sufficiently in terms of salary
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increases. Our budget was pretty tight at that time. We got a very modest increase. Modest is
overly complementary. It was a starvation budget. We were getting more students and really
not getting any more money, basically, very, very little. And it was a function
[inaudible]. .. because the state didn't have it. But faculty increases ... and then they were frightened
somewhat by what did a metroversity mean. They lived in Huntington, they were very much a
part of Huntington, and I'm sure many of them were being asked questions that they couldn't
answer about what's Marshall doing. So my feeling was, and I don't mean that to mean that I
felt, that I didn't get along well with the faculty. I'm not going back to what I said initially. But
much less well than I think I might have. But my regret was we didn't get to know each other
well. Except for a few.
One of the reasons being all the other stuff, another big reason being that one of the major
things that I saw was to establish Marshall in Charleston. And I spent a lot of time in Charleston.
And uh ... and a lot of times students ....

J2h.n: And that establishing of Marshall in Charleston was
create a brush fire that you alluded to earlier.

Roland: Mmm-hmm, yes, because you got the .. .l don't know ifit still exists, but the
Charleston/Huntington thing is you know, not uncommon. Dallas and Fort Worth, Milwaukee
and St. Paul, but...

J2h.n: Now you included.. .l'm not exactly sure about the structural formation here of the
university committees but it was your initiative that included students on the university
committees, was that right? (Mmm-hmm) What was the situation there? Were they voting
members, advisory members ... ?

Roland: It varied, it varied. It varied with the committee. And I want to make .. .l want to make
one point here. That I feel Marshall got along very well with the students. And there were a lot
of pretty terrible things going on all around us. And none of them occurred at Marshall. No
student was ever hurt, no property was ever destroyed. Despite all the talk, if you look at what
actually happened, and I attribute most of that to my people in Student Affairs. Do you know
Curtis, Don Carson, lived in Buskirk? They were in constant contact with the students and they
were student advocates. They were not Uncle Tom's. That's how I knew about John Shellcroft
and the blacks. That's why I knew what they were going to do when .... I knew every move SDS
made, I knew every member, I knew everywhere he went, practically. And I assume they
probably knew I knew. Because I wasn't getting the information to use against them, I was
getting the information to be prepared to work with them.

J2h.n: There I would think is an area where the close ties of the community or it might be
obstructionist, in some way. It might be of some benefit to a lot of students that were right there
from around town, who grew up with it. (That's right)

Roland: That's right. And you see, one of the things that we established early on, much to the
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credit of the Student Affairs group, they had credibility with the academic community, was that no
matter what happened, our first goal was that nobody be hurt. That no police come on that
campus, that no militia come on that campus, and nobody be hurt. And the second was property.
But nobody would be hurt, first. And my feeling was, and you never know, you can't set up an
experimental design. But those goals were met.
hilin,: Yeah, uh ... that reminds me ofa comment Tom Woodruff made, who was active with the

SOS. That that was a dynamic time and there was a ,ot of confrontation, but none ofit was
physical. That it was cultural... .it was a cultural shift. I always liked that expression.

Roland: That's right, that's right, he's right on target. I remember just as an example of that,
when the students... this must have been the Cambodian incursion, you know, another little thing
that came along. (Side show) And the students went on ... the students said they were going on
strike. And there must have been a thousand, two, thousand out in the yard. And I called a faculty
meeting and I said, ''Now, folks, I'm not going to tell you to hold classes or not to hold classes. I
am going to offer as a suggestion, and I will even make it a request, I want you to know it's a
request from a colleague, that for the next day or two, if you want to hold classes, fine, but please
don't give tests. And secondly, why don't you just go out and mingle as much as you can with
the students and talk to them?" I said, "These people are upset." And I said, "I am, too." And I
said, "Don't you think this would be a good time.... ?" And going back to Sam Clagg, Sam was
the first one out there.
Jo.Im: Yeah, that's ... I'm glad you mentioned that. I was .. .it seems to me that faculty at that time
had a much more active role in student life. It seems to be a sort of, more of a separation now, is
that... would you agree with that?

Roland: Oh, yes. At least, you know, I have limited experience now. But it seems to me that
faculty have become much more remote. I think to a function of a lot of things, increasing
bureacutization of higher education is one of the things, increasing technical focus on faculty
training, and increasing focus on technical products of faculty, as opposed to whether or not they
teach anybody anything. And I think that naturally sort of drives a wedge. And increasingly
hiring more and more people to manage the students. I mean, if you'll look at the growth of
student affairs and student advising, what's happened is the faculty moved a little bit, that gap was
filled. Now everybody's a technicraft. We used to have .. .let's say on our university, 9,000
people, you'd have six people in Student Affairs, and they now have twenty-five. So, a lot of
things lead to it.
Jfilln.: A university like Marshall, this sort of goes back to the metroversity plan a little, I guess.
How would you contrast it's role or compare it's role with some of the other universities you've
been at? For instance, Harvard or Duke? Different function, isn't it?

Roland: Yes, they're very different. First of all, you start with private/public and all the
differences that can make. Then, Harvard thinks of itself, and I think to a large extent is truly a
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national university. It looks .. .it looks to Boston, Massachusetts and Cambridge but it doesn't see
Massachusetts and Cambridge as .. .it hopes its a good citizen and it tries to do a little extra for
Massachusetts and Cambridge, but Duke similarly, Duke sees itself I say as a national, Harvard
sees itself as an international and Duke does, too. And private funding means a lot of different
things. I think Marshall is more like let's see... to a certain extent RPI, but not really. Marshall is
more a regional university. And I never was at any, but I've had some experience with them.
Marshall would be more like Appalachian, Appalachian State. Although it's located in a much
larger area. More like East Carolina. A regional university, having its major impact within its
region, getting most of its resources from its region. It doesn't mean it can't do a great job, it
doesn't mean it doesn't have people coming over from Europe to study. But its major focus is its
region. And has a heavy regional flavor, with all the advantages and potential disadvantages of a
regional flavor.

slD.hn.: Any similarities at all to UNCG?
Roland: Yeah. I didn't comment on UNCG because I wasn't in an administrative position. A
faculty member, I had a limited perspective, in a way. I'd say it would be similar to UNCG except
there you've got a great difference in the Greensboro has five institutions here. You've got
Gilford College, you've got UNCG, you've got A & T, you've got Bennett, and I forget, one
other. Plus, you're not, you're only 40 minutes from Chapel Hill. And that's the university. So
it's, it's not, no, I don't think it's comparable. It's more like the Greenville. East Carolina and
Greenville are very close.

J.ohn: I don't know if you've heard this figure or not, but at least last year, the average age of the
student body was something like 26.2 years. (That's good) We're servicing a lot of part-time
students and commuter students.
Roland: That's good. And Marshall was set up to do that. You see, Marshall... Marshall had a
history of being reasonably imagitive and taking some risks, in terms of some students. And it
wasn't threatened. I think that had been partly a function of having at one time a basically teacher
education institution, and a broader view of learning than just learning these few things well.
Though I don't downgrade that. But I think it was more of a community out search more, which
I think any school of education has to maintain, if it's going to be viable.

J.ohn: I have one, I guess you'd call this observation question or question of philosophy or
something. But the cultural shift that Tom Woodruff mentioned that was going on at the
universities in the late '60's, do you see anything along... was there a cultural shift in another
direction later? Is that changing again now? Do you have any observation on the ... students of
today as compared to students when you were at Marshall?
Roland: Well, I think the students of today are much more like the students I remember in the
'50's, early 'S0's. They're much more concerned with college preparing them for a job. They're
much more concerned about getting over that hurdle and getting prepared to getting to go into
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work. That's one aspect ofit. I think a second thing, students today are much more likely to see
college as just a temporary stop for some of their education that they can go back and get an
MBA, they can keep going back. And I think that. .. and they see primarily... they see college right
now, I think many of the students .... Except in some of your more exclusive liberal arts colleges,
etc. They really are saying, "Okay, if I spend four years here, what am I prepared to do?" And
are more likely to put up with stuff as the students in the '50's were. That was a very docile
college group. I knew some of them finished just before that. It was even starting in my day, you
know, the late '40's when I was in college. Most of the veterans who came back, after WWII,
were in a hurry, wanted to just get out there..... I've had four, five years, now I just want to get
out there and get my job and get my family going. I don't have time for this tomfoolery.
lo.hn: Dr. Moffat alluded in his book...of course, that's the only recent history of Marshall that's
available and that's Dr. Moffat speaking. He alluded that.. ..
Roland: He never talked to me about any of that, by the way. (Is that right?) No, I never heard
from him. So, he never asked for any verification of any of conclusions, whether or not they
corresponded with my perceptions. He attributed certain things to me, but he never checked
whether I felt that way.

lo.hn: Right. For instance, well, let's see what would be a good example.... He quoted you as
telling faculty members that if you didn't resign, you would have been fired. I noticed in that
book he did attribute a lot of quotes without a note.
Roland : No, you see, there again, the impression he left about why I left Marshall was well, you ·

know, who knows why one does anything. But why I think I left Marshall was in no way even
tapped in anything he said. It was not that I disliked Huntington, it was not that I disliked
Marshall, it was not that I felt put upon. It was several reasons. Number one: some personal
reasons, I had been in a hurry and I'd spent very little time with them. And we had some family
conferences about some of the things we ought to do, so it was personal. From a professional
standpoint, I told Billy Campbell, who was a very close friend of mine. Do you know Billy?
(Sure) Billy, a very close friend of mine, he also philosophically didn't see students in the same
way and so on. But close friends and we could talk about it. And Billy asked me when he heard I
was leaving, he said, "Roland," he said, "You've really gone through a lot of things here." I said,
"I know it, that's part of the job." And he said, "You won. You know, everything, you said I'll
stand my ground and I've won. Even with the furniture deal with the state purchasing and the Joe
Peters case.... " I don't know if you've run into that or not. "You've taken on the governor and
you've said, ''No, I will hire this man and I will pay them this salary," and he said, ''you've won
everything." I said, "yeah, but it's a sort of a poor victory. It's not," I said, "It has gotten to the
point that people no longer can judge Marshall University, without judging Roland Nelson. And I
said, "You can't preside over an institution when that becomes the case. So that's the main thing,
the personal. Then realizing that you don't hang on as chief executive officer when you have
become, when people feel they have to say they love you. And as I told some of my folk, when
they were defending me, I said, "For God's sake,
I said, "John, stop that. That
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action was wrong. Please don't do that again. I want people to forget that." And so it was much
more, it was much more of that. Plus, I think I had also, from a professional standpoint, decided I
wanted to do some other things.
So, was I...had I...did I feel like I'd been through a lot? Sure. Well, why do you want to
why do you take over an organization? I mean, the two people I admire most as presidents or
three, was Harry Truman, number one, and you know, his old statement about if you can't stand
the heat, get out of the kitchen,
like university presidents, particularly then, and thinks
it's kind of silly. It's part of the job. And Abraham Lincoln, that's another one I admire. And
fllllllly Carter. And poor old Jiminy didn't make it too well, but his heart was in the right place.

Jrum: I think now he's being revised a little bit.

Roland: Not necessarily that he was that effective. But where his heart was, where his instincts
were. So that was one thing, in terms of Dr. Moffat's ..... Although there were a lot. I can
commend and say yes. But I also do not like the idea of people feeling that Huntington,
somehow, played any villainous role. Now, that's .. .! don't see that. I mean, I love Huntington,
still do. But it's just like I can with any close friend, I can see where Huntington and Marshall had
problems together. But that didn't mean I disliked Huntington.
Jmm: There was a very, apparently a very small segment in the community,
[inaudible] ...particularly since I was studying the SOS controversy, that's what I looked at. And
when I went into it, I felt pretty much that way, that these people drove Roland Nelson out of
town. Of course, by the end of spring, I knew that wasn't true. But I do feel like their influence
might have been overplayed in other areas of the community. [inaudible]

Roland: Well, my feeling is Roland Nelson left, you know, other than the personal, because and
who created this or whether it just everybody did, he left in terms of Marshall University because
he felt he could no longer be effective if he was the focal point. And whenever an issue came up,
he would have to debate Roland Nelson. (Right, hash up stuff all over... ) Right, that's no help to
the university.

Jfilm: You returned a couple of times, not in the last few years, I guess.

Roland: No, I guess it's been about four, five years. See, I used to go there, my daughter lived
there for awhile. She married a Huntington boy. And ... and I haven't been back I guess in about
four or five years. I keep in touch with Grace, Sam Clagg now and then, Open Jones. Of course,
you know, it's been a long time ago. Folks are gone.
Jrum: Try to come back during the Sesquicentennial.
Roland: I'd like to do that, I sure will. I sure will.
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J:.o.hn: I don't even know what the agenda's going to be.
Roland: Oh, I'd love to come back, I'd like to come back. Yeah, I do hope your lab perspective
[inaudible]. I do feel, and it really ... I don't even try to explain it any more. But when I'd go back
to Huntington, people were apologetic, you know, to me. A lot of people would say to me, "Oh, I'm
so sorry." I mean, the town.... No, please. First of all, that demeans the town and that demeans me.
I mean, I spent three years in the Marine Corps and I wouldn't let any town run me off. You know,
if it was just a matter of if I thought I really could be effective ....

J:2.hn: Is there anything, we set sort of a broad scope here, is there anything ... you'd like to get on the
record?

Roland: We've talked enough. (We've got plenty of tapes) Well, I would, I would say, yeah, I
would hope that much of what I hear now about Marshall, in terms of the direction it's taking and
so on and so forth, you know, you always sort of hoped that you did plant some of those seeds in
people's... you can't plant a seed in people's mind, but plant that somehow. In the metroversity
concept, it was ill-explained and so on and so forth. But my feeling was, Marshall was such a
potential treasure in that region. And could become a true force. And it didn't have to go head-tohead with West Vrrginia and you know.... For example, I'd been in Vrrginia and I wasn't about to
take on the University ofVrrginia, or I wasn't about to take on William and Mary; carve out my own
niche. And praise them for what they are doing. That's my idea. And hope that all of us are helping
West Vrrginia. And I would, you know, I've heard some good things. And I'm glad .. .I was glad... my
two years there were very helpful to me. I met some wonderful people. This is the event, I guess,
that convinced me I couldn't be that effective, particularly because this one really eroded well, my
dream for developing Marshall. Even though I was a strong supporter of the consolidation and going
to the Board of Regents, for a lot of reasons. I wasn't at all sure that was best for Marshall. But I
felt it was in the long run, best for higher education. And I was very fortunate having Warren Adkins
as chairman of our local board, who was then president of, CEO of Ashland Oil. And uh, he and I
forget the family in Huntington.... Anyway, they got a building that the owners were willing to let
Marshall have for a dollar a year for our school's business downtown. You remember reading about
that? (Yes) A dollar a year. Warrens Adkins promised to raise the money to carry the building, that
is to maintain it, to do everything else. So here you get a building downtown, and the regionalism
had come back in full sway. And the chancellor of the system refused to let us use the building
because a local regent said it would unduly congest downtown traffic. Well, I thought, Roland, with
all these other things, ...... .
END OF SIDE 2 - TAPE 1
BEGIN SIDE 1 - TAPE 2

Roland: ... I thought Warren was going to have a heart attack.
J.o.hn: So, that captured, put the cap on your decision?
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Roland: Well, yes, my feeling was, it's one thing to try to lead the university but it's another thing
if any decision for your university is going to be filtered to a local trustee. Then the chancellor will

do what the local trustee says. Well, then, in terms of the ... I...so here's the chancellor, here's the
local trustee and here's me. That's hardly ... gives you enough opportunity....

J2.hn: Several of the comments that were attributed to the SDS thing seemed to me as a lot to do
with the authority and the need and the executive makes certain decisions without pressure from
alumni, sometimes even faculty.

Roland: Well, I think faculty are a little bit different. I think you have to listen to all of them. But
the point is, if you ever got one clear message, you wouldn't have any trouble. You never get a clear
message. And you get a strong feeling from the alumni, you get a strong feeling from faculty, a
strong feeling from the government...! mean, you get .... And you don't last long if you allow any one
group to start running you. Because in time that will fall. And we took on, you know we took on
some fairly significant things at the state level. We employed, oh, I think this was salutary for our
education in the state. There was a gentleman named Joseph Peters, who had been the director of
Purchasing for a previous administration, when Governor Moore came in. Of course, Joe being a
democrat, went out. And I felt he was a first-class fiscal officer, w I brought him in as a fiscal officer
at Marshall. I knew the state constitution had just been made, which still had not been classified, but
it gave the governor, as I think was right, [inaudible]. ... more power over the state budget.
And ... and I always will respect Arch Moore because you know, you can disagree with him and he
could say, "Okay, we'll fight this out, and whoever wins, fine." So he called me and said he wanted
to see me. And he said, "I can't let you hire Peters at that salary." He didn't say knock Peters. And
I shouldn't have even said Peters was a democrat. I don't know what that had to do with it. I mean,
that was not the issue. The issue was I have the right as Governor to go into your budget and strike
individual salaries under this new bill, under this new constitution. I said, "Governor, no sir. rm sure
that was the intent. And ifit was, the people of West Vrrginia will want to rescind that very quickly
because that means you the university. You don't like the professors. And I said, ''We couldn't be
accredited by any agency in the world." He said, "Well, rm going to do it." So he did. So I called
the chairman of the board, then it was the West Virginia Board of Education. And I said, "We've
got a problem." And he said, "Well, what do we do?" And I said, "We sue." And uh ... so we did
and the Supreme Court found in our favor and Governor Moore, I saw maybe a month or two later,
he said, "Well, you were right, weren't you?" "Yes, sir." Now, that I appreciate. See, and my
feeling is, "good."

J2.bn: I noticed an incident or another potential source of conflict, I guess, was over the Board of
Education had put down volun-, a voluntary, a mandatory, a ruling on mandatory retirement age for
professors. Is that right? It was mandatory but it was voluntary.
Roland: Well, it was mandatory unless... unless the university would attest to the fact that this person

was not replaceable. Within reason. I mean, there's nobody who isn't replaceable. And
that ... that...that was one thing I think did upset some faculty, because of there were two or three
faculty, I think, that I told they had one more year. And they were past 65 and that was unfortunate.
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I don't think I needed to do that. I felt some pressure to do it. But the reason is, that they sort of
could have been grandfathered in. In other words, maybe it should have gone into effect five years
later. And it was through some of the folk ... as you get older, you realize, hey, you can be fair and
you can do what needs to be done. But you don't have to do it tomorrow afternoon. Maybe you can
wait 18 months.

J2hn: Well, then just a year or two later it was made mandatory across the board. And professors
were professors emeritus.

Roland: That's right, that's right. No, and I think another thing, too, I think in my administration
we spent almost the whole time talking about...we used the word conflict and so on and so forth.
And I think that's what people zero in on in a way. But I would, I would really say that I think the
quality of education at Marshall continued to improve while I was there. I think the recognition the
National Teachers... that award. I felt we brought in some very good faculty. I felt that we gained
increasing recognition from the state. Iver Borasky, who was then Speaker of the House, and I were
very close. And Iver definitely wanted to help Marshall. He felt that Marshall should become a
comprehensive university. And I think it was moving in that.. .and definitely starting to move in that
direction. I think we brought in some very good administrative folk. In fact, we brought in a number
of people, five, six, seven of them are university presidents now. That's some.... And I think also,
I think in the long run we gained Huntington support. I mean, I think the support we got from
Huntington, I think we were ready to get the Huntington support after I left, that would have been
a more substantial, meaningful, a more mature support. I think that town/university relationship ....
And I think a lot of folk, and me included, tend to focus on those things which are much more
exciting, in a sense, dramatic. But I think in perspective, they, though they're interesting and though
they're very important, it's not what I'd like to remember most about what happened at Marshall.

John: So that the progress and the quality of education.

Roland: Increasing recognition by the state. Shaking the athletic program to a point that we begin
to have realistic aspirations, so that we were then prepared to go to the Southern Conference. See,
when I first went there to talk about going to the Southern Conference,
because too many people had a view of Marshall of being in the Rose Bowl someday, somewhere.
I think that changed. I think it was harsh for a lot of folk because they put money in it and time. One
of my closest friends had pumped significant dollars into that, with the idea that the Big Green would
be competing with the top, someday might be playing Michigan, Michigan State.
So, I think all of those things were, were positive.
J2bn: Well, I hope you do come back.

Roland: Well, I hope to. I really appreciate you coming.

END OF INTERVIEW
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